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Globally, the cross-border flow of workers has gained significant momentum over the past few decades as many
countries actively seek foreign talent or encourage their own nationals to return home, state co-editors Christiane
Kuptsch and Pang Eng Fong in a 2006 publication, Competing for Global Talent, which was cited in the Economist’s
“Special Report, A Survey of Talent” (5 October 2006). Pang, who is Singapore Management University business
school dean and professor of management, talks to Knowledge@SMU about recent trends in Asia with specific
reference to Singapore’s experience in sourcing global talent.
Knowledge@SMU:   You’ve been working on migration and labour issues for the past 25 years. What trend strikes
you the most? 
Pang:  Historically, people have always moved across borders, but what is striking in recent years is the growing
international flow of talent. Many skilled people relocate for short-term contract work or assignments; others move,
settling temporarily or permanently in countries they are not born in. They relocate in many cases because countries
and companies need their skills.
Hiring and retaining good people is at the heart of international competition among companies and countries. You
need a diverse workforce, and need to manage diversity. If you’re an American MNC, you have to employ non-
Americans because you have offices around the world. Everyone recognises that you can get access to technology
and capital, but it is people who transform organisations. And of these people, those considered highly skilled, with
specialised education or training, are much sought after. 
In a world of six billion people, the number moving to work or settle in other countries and regions is small, less than
3%, according to the International Labour Organisation (ILO). But 3% of six billion is 180 million people who are
working outside their country of origin. If you add to that the huge flow of business travellers, workers on temporary
assignments and short-term contract workers, the number of talented people on the move is a lot more.  In many
countries, the shortfall of talent is made more severe by the domestic population which is not growing rapidly, as in
Singapore and many other developed countries. The only way to make up the skill deficit is to import workers and
make it easier for them to enter.
Knowledge@SMU:   What interests you the most in this field?
Pang: There is growing awareness in many countries of the need to attract talent. This is why you see a lot more
interest in and debate on the net benefits of foreign workers. Many countries have put in place programs and
policies to attract talent. Singapore, for example, has been proactive and purposeful in the way it has gone about
attracting highly skilled people. In terms of numbers, though, Singapore is a small importer of talent compared to
other countries such the U.S., which absorbs about one million immigrants annually. Some countries that are not as
successful in getting talented people are changing their policies. Countries like Japan, for instance, have historically
not been terribly good at attracting foreigners. Germany, too, has had limited success in enticing IT workers.  I’m
particularly interested in the question of why some countries are more appealing to foreign talent than others, and
what must countries do to bring in skilled foreigners while preserving their own sense of identity?  
Knowledge@SMU:   How would you describe the situation in Asia?
With regard to unskilled migrant workers, there have been several phases. In the 1970s and 1980s, the oil-rich
Middle East needed a lot of workers. Many Thais, Filipinos, Indonesians and Koreans went there as contract workers.
 In the 1990s, the flow of both skilled and unskilled people within the Asian region itself expanded rapidly. But this
flow slowed in the late 1990s in the wake of the Asian crisis. More recently, the flow has resumed. Many countries in
the region, including Malaysia and Thailand, have become source and destination countries alike for workers, both
legal and undocumented. In fact, the number of workers crossing borders, legally or illegally, from neighbouring
countries into Thailand and Malaysia is growing. 
This flow suggests there are not enough locals to do certain kinds of work essential to the functioning of an
economy -- work often described as dirty, difficult and dangerous. In Singapore, three out of ten workers are from
overseas. If not for foreign workers in its homes, offices, shipyards, construction sites, hotels and other service
sectors, Singapore’s economy would collapse. In Malaysia, there are estimated to be over one million Indonesian
workers alone.  Migrants, by their very nature -- especially the illegal, undocumented ones -- are vulnerable to
exploitation. Home countries, such as the Philippines, send a large number of workers overseas every year and are
rightly sensitive about how their workers are treated abroad. For the Philippines, the export of labour is critical to
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their economy as it is their number one export, worth billions of dollars in foreign remittances. 
Both sending and receiving countries have a stake in ensuring that this flow is well managed to maximise the
benefits that migrant workers can bring while minimising worker abuse and the violation of human rights.  
China and India are two countries that are increasingly involved in sending and receiving workers. In the case of
China, historically they have dispatched contract workers to build roads, bridges, and railways in Africa and other
countries.  Chinese workers are also engaged in a variety of infrastructure projects throughout Asia. At the same
time you have Chinese nationals who have studied or worked abroad and are now returning home to work. Like the
Koreans and Taiwanese who left in an earlier period and returned in the 1990s, these Chinese nationals are coming
home because there is remunerative and challenging work for them.  
India, too, is attracting a growing return flow of NRIs (non-resident Indians) who have studied and worked abroad in
the US and elsewhere. Some are on temporary contracts while others, having built up their earnings abroad, want to
settle down in their home countries again.  
Knowledge@SMU:   In managing foreign talent, what best practices or lessons can Singapore share with other
countries?
Pang: Singapore sends clear messages about why it needs foreign talent. Its policies, programs and procedures for
people interested in working or settling in Singapore are transparent and easy to understand, and its rules
effectively enforced. Employers who violate its laws on foreign workers are prosecuted. The Singapore Ministry of
Manpower provides support and helps foreign workers to understand their rights. It makes good economic and
political sense to be clear about what Singapore expects of employers as well as foreign workers. No country wants
to be known as one where employers can mistreat workers, local or foreign, with impunity.
Singapore, like other countries that are highly dependent on foreign workers, has to be concerned that a large inflow
of foreign talent and labour does not undermine its national identity. You want to avoid enclave communities where
foreign workers feel unconnected.  We need to make foreigners feel welcome and their contributions  valued. Foreign
talent come to Singapore because we offer economic opportunities and a high quality of life. We must treat them
well and with respect.
Knowledge@SMU:   Is the ‘brain drain’ still a concern in Asia today?
Pang: In the past, the general feeling was that developing countries were losing out because they sent their best
people to developed countries to study, but many of them did not return. Today, people who leave to study and
work overseas are returning after 10 or 20 years abroad. They do so because their home countries offer more
opportunities. This happened in Taiwan where the electronics industry would not be where it is today were it not for
the returnees. A similar development occurred in Korea.
We are seeing this same phenomenon happening in China. Ten to 15 years ago, there weren’t many job opportunities
to go home to. Now, many Chinese with good foreign degrees can return to China, find a satisfying job, and earn a
salary that allows them to adopt a lifestyle not that much different from what they would have enjoyed abroad.
Chinese universities, for example, can now pay competitive salaries to attract Chinese talent home. There is no
longer a one-way flow of talent but a circular flow. You have Americans working in China and Chinese working in
America, with people moving back and forth thanks to modern communication and technology. Everybody benefits,
and stopping this flow will not do anyone, or any country, any good.
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